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Cal Poly Engineering Students Float Ideas in Reduced Gravity Aircraft
SAN LUIS OBISPO — A team of five Cal Poly Engineering students conducted hands-
on experiments in near-zero gravity this summer as part of NASA’s Reduced Gravity
Education Flight Program at Johnson Space Center in Houston.
The undergraduate team from Cal Poly Engineering was one of six in the nation
selected to conduct experiments related to current NASA research. The teams were
selected based on scientific merit, educational outreach potential and team dynamics.
The program gave participants rare access to virtually gravity-free conditions to
perform scientific experiments. The near-weightless environment was achieved
aboard NASA’s G-Force One, a modified 727 Boeing airliner nicknamed the
“Weightless Wonder.” The microgravity aircraft produces periods of weightlessness
lasting up to 25 seconds when it is put through a series of extreme parabolic
maneuvers in an unpopulated area over the Gulf of Mexico.
The Cal Poly experiment demonstrated the ability of a free-floating system to locate
a point of interest and track it autonomously in real time for an extended period. The
work contributes to technology currently in development by NASA to allow spacecraft
to make unmanned landings on remote, rough-terrain surfaces, such as the moon or
Mars.
“It's incredibly satisfying to be able to see a project like this through in its entirety:
from its design to its construction to its successful performance,” said Jenna Becker,
a student on the Cal Poly team. “And the cherry on top was the opportunity to
experience weightlessness. It was fantastic and indescribable, and I would do it
again in a heartbeat.”
Cal Poly team members included Christian Hume, a fourth-year electrical engineering
major; Brandon Bussjaeger, a fourth-year computer science major; Sara Lillard, an
aerospace engineering senior; and Becker and Bodin Rojanachaichanin, both
mechanical engineering seniors. John Oliver, associate professor in electrical
engineering and director of the Computer Engineering Program was faculty advisor.
Robert Hirsch, a NASA aerospace engineer, served as NASA mentor.
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Related link: reducedgravity.jsc.nasa.gov
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